Toward a Philosophy of Humanistic Mathematics
And still we can't agree upon a definition of our reformulation of the so-called Queen of Sciences, this Refonnation in the putatively perfect language of nature. Still. those of us to whom the two little words "humanistic mathematics" resonate. invite the scorn of those who declaim our oxymoronity. who excoriate us for on -so unmathematically developing our discipline before defining our terms, What is this thing called "humanistic mathematics"? More pertinent, what to do about defining this thing?
Stein says in "Toward a Defmition" that after the Claremont conference he " pondered the meaning of 'humanistic mathematics' without arriving at a definition:' Instead, he "decided to capture the mood of the meeting." Yes. I applaud Stein"s wise and courageous decision. I think: he's on to something. Perhaps the energies of those who struggle to define "humanistic mathematics" are bener devoted to pondering the meanings of our HMN Journal #8 embryonic endeavor. Perhaps we can serve ourselves and our students most faithfully by posing as amateur anthropologists who strive to describe the moods, the senses. and the cultures birthed at the confluence of mathematics and humanism. Perhaps the felt need 10 define "humanistic mathematics" is antithetical to its spirit, which cries for an expansiveness, even and infinitude of meaning rather than the constriction and delimitation of a definition .
I believe that the desire to define humanistic mathematics (no more the self-effacing quotation marks!) arises from the values of a culture rooted in an ideology of theory. As conceived and practiced by canonical mathematical culture. theory requires that we unambiguously define any term prior to so much as whispering it in a sentence. The theory-uber-alles imperative of mathematical schooling takes this unnatural, denatured conception one misstep further. mathematicians are initiated into a subculture of theorem-isis who march in lockstep to the linear beat of Definition, Perhaps we can serve ourselves and our students most faithfully by posing as amateur anthropologists who strive to describe the moods, the senses, and the cultures birthed at the confluence of mathematics and humanism. Pondering the meaning. I offer our community-our gelatinous subculture of humanistic mathematicians and mathematical humanists-the unoriginal idea that to ponder meaning is to practice philosophy, not theory. Maxine Greene. the mother of all present-day philosophers of education. draws upon Hannah Arendt to tell us that "to do philosophy means to pose the kinds of questions that empower us 'to think what we arc doing.?' By positing that "philosophic thought is that which bears on questions rather than answers," George Steiner recently seconded this emotion. I now bring this notion to you, to us. Inspired by Greene, Arendt, and Steiner, I propose that we engage in the devotion of a philosophy of humanistic mathematics by pondering and questioning its multitudinous meanings and what we arc doing with them. May we seek to refine, expand. and characterize rather than to define, constrain. and circumscribe. Let us be mathematical·pedagogical Talmudists who inscribe our shifty and evershifting understandings in an infinity of questions and answers and question and.... 
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